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HARARE: Blessing Chingwaru could barely walk without
support when he arrived at the specialist Rutsanana clinic
in Harare complaining of chest pains and fatigue. Weighing
a skeletal 37 kilograms (82 pounds), the HIV-positive
motor mechanic knew something was wrong. He was
immediately given a number of tests and told the bad
news: He was also suffering from advanced-stage tubercu-
losis. Dual infection by HIV and TB is a notorious killer.

“My health was deteriorating and I kept wondering
why,” Chingwaru, 29, recalled at the clinic.

Within hours of the diagnosis, Chingwaru was given free
treatment and nursing care. In a country where more than a
dozen people die each day from TB-related sicknesses, it
was a rare example of efficient public healthcare. The
Rutsanana Polyclinic in Harare’s poor suburb of Glen
Norah, which Chingwaru visited, is one of 10 pilot clinics in
the country offering free diagnosis and treatment for TB,
diabetes and HIV. The clinic, which opened in 2016, is
staffed by 24 nurses and currently treats 120 TB patients.
Among the million-plus people living with HIV in
Zimbabwe, TB is the most common cause of death, accord-
ing to the World Health Organization (WHO). HIV-positive
people, and others with weakened immune systems, are
particularly vulnerable to contracting the infection.

After Chingwaru’s initial visit in February, doctors had
feared for his life. But following five months of careful
treatment Chingwaru has gained 15 kilos. “Everything I
need, I get here,” said Chingwaru, forming fists with both
hands to show off his regained strength.

Economic and financial crisis 
In a country where public health services have practi-

cally collapsed, containing the spread of TB has been a
persistent struggle. Zimbabwe has been stuck in a cata-
strophic economic and financial crisis for decades and its
doctors are underpaid and under-equipped.

Although TB treatment is free, the annual number of TB
infections in Zimbabwe remains among the highest in the
world. The contagious infection is usually found in the
lungs and is caught by breathing in the bacteria from tiny
droplets sneezed or coughed out. 

As HIV-positive people are so vulnerable to TB, the
clinics have followed the advice of WHO officials to link TB
testing and treatment with HIV prevention programs.

‘Catastrophic costs’ 
Close to the main gate of the Rutsanana clinic, a green

self-testing HIV tent has been erected to encourage peo-
ple to check their status. The clinic also offers voluntary
HIV counselling and antiretroviral treatment.  Sithabiso
Dube, a doctor with the medical charity International
Union Against TB who heads the TB and HIV program,
said people with diabetes also have a higher risk of devel-
oping TB, so patients are tested for both diseases.

“Instead of going to seek diabetic care at one clinic and
TB care at another, they are able to get these services in
one place,” Dube said. Because services are free “they are
able to cut down on what we call catastrophic costs to the
TB patients,” she said.

Largely funded by a US Agency for International
Development (USAID) program, the pilot clinics have
become lifesavers for the poor-but only if they happen to
live near them. The vast majority of the population have no

access to the one-stop clinics. As a result there are plans
to scale up the program, with another 46 similar centers to
be rolled out across Zimbabwe.

Rutsanana clinic matron Angela Chikondo said the pro-

gram was crucial to minimizing complications among TB
and diabetes patients. “If one is on TB treatment and also
has diabetes, and the diabetes is well controlled, chances
of recovering are very high,” she said. — AFP

Zimbabwe’s one-stop clinics, 
a rare lifesaver for the sick 

TB infections in Zimbabwe remain among the highest in the world

Thai farmers on the
cash trail with 
snail slime
NAKHON,NAYAK, Thailand: Giant snails inch across a
plate of pumpkin and cucumber in central Thailand, an
“organic” diet to tease the prized collagen-rich mucus
from the molluscs, which to some cosmetic firms are
now more valuable than gold. The snails at Phatinisiri
Thangkeaw’s farm were once the scourge of rice farm-
ers, loathed for eating the buds of new crops. 

“Farmers used to throw them on the road or in the
rivers,” Phatinisiri told AFP. “But now they sell them to
me to earn extra money.” With her 1,000 snails, the
teacher makes an extra $320 to $650 a month.

It is one of more than 80 farms in Nakhon Nayok
province, two hours from the capital Bangkok, cashing
in on the global snail beauty market, estimated at $314
million, according to research group Coherent Market
Insights.  The precious slime is patiently “milked” from
the glands of the snail by dripping water over it using a
pipette. Its raw form is sold to Aden International, a
Thai-based cosmetics company that primarily ships its
products to Korea and the US. The sole snail slime
producer in Thailand, Aden was started three years
ago as a business-savvy solution to the snail infesta-
tion in Nakhon Nayok, said founder Kitpong
Puttarathuvanun.

And his bet paid off — Kitpong sells the serum
under the Acha brand, but also supplies Korean and
American cosmetic companies with a dried powder at
1.8 million baht ($58,200) per kilogram, he said.

Gold is currently worth $46,300 a kilogram.
Compared to Aden’s snail slime, the mucus produced
in China — milked daily instead of once every three

weeks in Thailand — is valued at about 80,000 baht
($2,600) per kilogram, Kitpong said. “We found that
our slime was very intense because the snails eat
everything, including vegetables, grains and even
mushrooms... producing good quality slime,” he told
AFP, explaining that the mucus can be used to heal
sunburn and “heal wounds”. Somkamol Manchun, the
doctor in charge of the purification process, said snail
mucus contains collagen and elastin — ingredients
that “can make skin firm with less wrinkles”.

It “triggers the skin cells... and helps heal the skin”.
At the moment, no scientific studies have been done on
the curative qualities of snail serum and slime, but snail
farmer Phatinisiri is already feeling the market heat up.

Two years ago, she was the first in the area to try
farming the slime, she said, and villagers readily gave
her what they considered pests. “Now I buy snails at
about 25 baht to 30 baht (about $1) per kilogram,”
she said. “But many people are doing snail farms now
so the competition is high.” — AFP

HARARE: Nurse Angela Chikondo instructs Blessing Chingwaru, 29, an HIV positive TB patient on how he should
take medication received as part of his treatment at Rutsanana Polyclinic in Glen Norah township, Harare. — AFP

NAKHON NAYOK: This picture taken on June 28, 2019 shows
Phatinisiri Thangkeaw milking a snail of its serum at her farm
in Nakhon Nayok province. — AFP


